Frequently Asked Questions
Elections in the state of Washington

Why are results “unofficial” election night and not final?

After election day, election officials must process and tabulate absentee ballots that were received on or
after election day, process special ballots, and canvass the election. These tasks are completed up to the
time of certification of the election. Primary Election results are certified ten days after the election;
General Election results are certified fifteen days after the election. (See RCW 29.62.020)

For the November 6, 2001 General election, County Canvassing Boards will certify their results on
November 21*. Secretary of State Sam Reed must certify results of the statewide ballot measures by
December 6th. (By law, the Secretary of State certifies all statewide ballot measures and contests that
cross county lines.)

Following election day, how often will ballots be counted and reported?

At least every third day after an election, (excluding Sundays and holidays), County Auditors are required
to tabulate absentee ballots if they are in possession of more than 25 ballots. (See RCW 29.62.020)

Why are ballots received and tabulated after election day?

To be valid, absentee ballots must be postmarked by the day of the election. Ballots mailed on election
day arrive at county election offices in the days following the election and then must be processed and
tabulated prior to certification. (See RCW 29.36.290, WAC 434-240-240)

What are “special” ballots?

Special ballots are issued to voters who appear at the polls and their name does not appear in the poll
book, they were issued an absentee ballot, or there is a question regarding the issues or candidates that a
voter is eligible to vote on. These ballots are separated from the rest of the ballots and not tabulated on
election night. During the certification period following the election, officials research each special ballot
to determine the eligibility of the voter.

Special ballots are presented to the canvassing board at certification for determination on whether or not
the ballot is counted based on the voter’s eligibility. (See RCW 29.01.006)

What triggers a recount?

A mandatory recount is triggered if the difference between the top two candidates is fewer than 2000
votes and less than one-half of one percent. If the difference is fewer than 150 votes and less than one
quarter of one percent, the ballots must be recounted manually. ( See RCW 29.64.015)

When a mandatory recount is not required, a candidate, political party, or any group of five registered
voters may request a recount.



The request must be filed within three business days after the election results are certified. (See RCW
29.64.010)

To request a machine recount, a deposit equal to fifteen cents for each ballot cast in the jurisdiction or
portion of the jurisdiction for which the recount is requested must be filed along with the request for a
recount.

To request a manual recount, a deposit equal to twenty-five cents for each ballot must be filed along with
the request for a recount. (See RCW 29.64.020)

What is canvassing the election?

Canvassing an election is examining the ballots, and vote totals in order to determine the official returns
for the election. (See RCW 29.01.008)

The county canvassing board consists of the county auditor, prosecutor, and chair of the county legislative
authority or their designee. (See RCW 29.62.015)
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RCW 29. 62. 020
County canvassi ng board -- Absentee ballots -- Unofficial returns.

(1) At least every third day after a special election, primry, or
general election and before certification of the election results,
except Sundays and | egal holidays, the county auditor shall convene
t he county canvassi ng board or their designees to process absentee
bal | ots and canvass the votes cast at that special election, primry,
or general election, if the county auditor is in possession of nore
than twenty-five ballots that have yet to be canvassed. The county
auditor may use his or her discretion in determ ning when to convene
t he canvassi ng board or their designees during the final four days
before the certification of election results in order to protect the
secrecy of any ballot.

Each absentee ball ot previously not canvassed that was received
by the county auditor two days or nore before the convening of the
canvassi ng board or their designees and that either was received by
the county auditor before the closing of the polls on the day of the
special election, primary, or general election for which it was
| ssued, or that bears a date of mailing on or before the special
el ection, primary, or general election for which it was issued, nust
be processed at that tinme. The tabulation of votes that results from
t hat day's canvass nust be nmade available to the general public
| mredi ately upon conpl eti on of the canvass.

(2) On the tenth day after a special election or a primary and on
the fifteenth day after a general election, the canvassing board shall
conpl ete the canvass and certify the results. Each absentee ball ot
that was returned before the closing of the polls on the date of the
primary or election for which it was issued, and each absentee ball ot
with a date of mailing on or before the date of the primary or
el ection for which it was issued and received on or before the date on
which the primary or election is certified, shall be included in the
canvass report.

(3) At the request of any caucus of the state |egislature, the
county auditor shall transmt copies of all unofficial returns of
state and legislative primaries or elections prepared by or for the
county canvassing board to either the secretary of the senate or the
chief clerk of the house.
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[1999 c 259 § 4; 1995 c 139 8§ 2; 1987 c 54 § 2; 1965 c¢c 9 § 29.62.020. Prior: 1957
c 195 § 15; prior: 1919 ¢ 163 § 21, part; Code 1881 § 3095, part; 1868 p 20 § 1,
part; 1865 p 39 § 6, part; RRS 8§ 5340, part.]

NOTES:

Absent ee bal | ots, canvassi ng: RCW 29. 36. 310.
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WAC 434-240-240 Verification of the signature and postmark on absentee ballots. An absentee
ballot shall be counted only if:

(2) It isreturned in the return envelope;

(2) The affidavit is signed by the registered voter to whom it was issued,;

(3) The signature has been verified by the county canvassing board,;

(4) Itis postmarked not later than the day of the election or deposited not later than 8:00 p.m. on
election day; and

(5) The absentee ballot is received by the certification of the election.

The canvassing board must compare the signature on the return envelope, or on a copy of the return
envelope, with the signature as it appears on the voter's voter registration card. The canvassing board
may designate in writing representatives to perform this function. All personnel assigned to the duty of
signature verification shall subscribe to an oath administered by the county auditor regarding the
discharge of hisor her duties. Personnel shall be instructed in the signature verification process prior to
actually canvassing any signatures. Local law enforcement officials may instruct those employeesin
techniques used to identify forgeries. For service voters, overseas voters, and out-of -state voters the date
of mailing shall be the date indicated by the voter on the return envelope, and any envelope which shows
a date subsequent to the date of the primary or general election shall be referred to the county canvassing
board for disposition. For all other absentee ballots, the date of mailing shall be the postmark, if present
and legible. If the postmark is not present or legible, the date of mailing shall be considered the date
indicated by the voter on the return envelope. All absentee ballots showing a postmark subsequent to the
date of the primary or election, or adate indicated by the voter subsequent to the date of the primary or
election if the postmark is missing or illegible, shall be referred to the county canvassing board for their
disposition. The signature verification process shall be open to the public, subject to reasonable
procedures adopted and promulgated by the canvassing board to ensure that order is maintained and to
safeguard the integrity of the process.

[Statutory Authority: RCW 29.04.080, 29.04.210, 29.36.150 and 29.79.200. 97-21-045, recodified as § 434-240-240, filed
10/13/97, effective 11/13/97. Statutory Authority: RCW 29.36.150. 88-03-019 (Order 88-1), § 434-40-240, filed 1/12/88.]
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RCW 29. 36. 290
Envel opes and instructions.

The county auditor shall send each absentee voter a ballot, a security
envel ope in which to seal the ballot after voting, a | arger envel ope
in which to return the security envel ope, and instructions on how to
mark the ballot and how to return it to the county auditor. The |arger
return envel ope nust contain a declaration by the absentee voter
reciting his or her qualifications and stating that he or she has not
voted in any other jurisdiction at this election, together with a
summary of the penalties for any violation of any of the provisions of
this chapter. The return envel ope nust provide space for the voter to
I ndi cate the date on which the ballot was voted and for the voter to
sign the oath. A sunmmary of the applicable penalty provisions of this
chapter nust be printed on the return envel ope i medi ately adjacent to
t he space for the voter's signature. The signature of the voter on the
return envel ope nust affirmand attest to the statenents regarding the
qualifications of that voter and to the validity of the ballot. For
out-of-state voters, overseas voters, and service voters, the signed
declaration on the return envel ope constitutes the equival ent of a
voter registration for the election or primary for which the ball ot
has been issued. The voter nust be instructed to either return the
ballot to the county auditor by whomit was issued or attach
sufficient first class postage, if applicable, and mail the ballot to
the appropriate county auditor no later than the day of the election
or primary for which the ballot was issued.

| f the county auditor chooses to forward absentee ballots, he or
she nmust include with the ballot a clear explanation of the
qgualifications necessary to vote in that election and nust al so advise
a voter with questions about his or her eligibility to contact the
county auditor. This explanation may be provided on the ball ot
envel ope, on an enclosed insert, or printed directly on the ball ot
itself. If the information is not included, the envel ope nust clearly
indicate that the ballot is not to be forwarded and that return
post age i s guarant eed.

[2001 c 241 § 8; 1987 c 346 § 12. Fornerly RCW 29. 36. 045. ]

NOTES:

Legislative intent -- Effective date -- 1987 c 346: See notes
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foll ow ng RCW 29. 36. 210.
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RCW 29. 01. 006
Bal |l ot and rel ated terns.

As used in this title:
(1) "Ballot" neans, as the context inplies, either:

(a) The issues and offices to be voted upon in a jurisdiction or
portion of a jurisdiction at a particular prinmary, general election,
or special election;

(b) Afacsimle of the contents of a particular ballot whether
printed on a paper ballot or ballot card or as part of a voting
machi ne or voting devi ce;

(c) A physical or electronic record of the choices of an
I ndi vidual voter in a particular primary, general election, or special
el ection; or

(d) The physical docunment on which the voter's choices are to be
recor ded;

(2) "Paper ballot" neans a piece of paper on which the ballot for
a particular election or primary has been printed, on which a voter
may record his or her choices for any candi date or for or against any
neasure, and that is to be tabul ated manual | y;

(3) "Ballot card" neans any type of card or piece of paper of any
size on which a voter may record his or her choices for any candi date
and for or against any neasure and that is to be tabulated on a vote
tallying system

(4) "Sanple ballot" nmeans a printed facsimle of all the issues
and offices on the ballot in a jurisdiction and is intended to give
voters notice of the issues, offices, and candidates that are to be
voted on at a particular primary, general election, or special
el ection;

(5) "Special ballot" neans a ballot issued to a voter at the
pol ling place on election day by the precinct election board, for one
of the foll ow ng reasons:
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(a) The voter's nane does not appear in the poll book;

(b) There is an indication in the poll book that the voter has
requested an absentee ballot, but the voter wishes to vote at the
pol l'i ng pl ace;

(c) There is a question on the part of the voter concerning the
| ssues or candi dates on which the voter is qualified to vote.

[1994 ¢ 57 § 2; 1990 c 59 § 2; 1977 ex.s. c 361 § 1.]
NOTES:

Severability -- Effective date -- 1994 c 57: See notes foll ow ng
RCW 10. 64. 021.

Intent -- 1990 ¢ 59: "By this act the legislature intends to
unify and sinplify the | aws and procedures governing filing for
el ective office, ballot |ayout, ballot format, voting equipnent, and
canvassing." [1990 ¢ 59 § 1.]

Effective date -- 1990 ¢ 59: "Sections 1 through 6, 8 through 96,
and 98 through 112 of this act shall take effect July 1, 1992." [1990
c 59 § 113.]

Effective date -- 1977 ex.s. c¢ 361: "This 1977 anendatory act
shall take effect January 1, 1978." [1977 ex.s. c¢ 361 8§ 113.]

Severability -- 1977 ex.s. ¢ 361: "If any provision of this 1977
anendatory act, or its application to any person or circunstance is
held invalid, the remai nder of the act, or the application of the
provi sion to other persons or circunstances is not affected." [1977
ex.s. ¢ 361 § 112.]

http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW 29 TITLE/RCW 29 .01 CHAPTER/RCW 29 .01 .006.htm (2 of 2) [11/6/01 9:50:12 AM]


http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW%20%2010%20%20TITLE/RCW%20%2010%20.%2064%20%20CHAPTER/RCW%20%2010%20.%2064%20.021.htm

http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW 29 TITLE/RCW 29.64 CHAPTER/RCW 29 .64 .015.htm

RCW 29. 64. 015
Mandat ory recount.

(1) If the official canvass of all of the returns for any office at
any primary or election reveals that the difference in the nunber of
votes cast for a candidate apparently nom nated or elected to any

of fice and the nunber of votes cast for the closest apparently

def eated opponent is less than two thousand votes and al so | ess than
one-hal f of one percent of the total nunber of votes cast for both
candi dates, the county canvassi ng board shall conduct a recount of all
votes cast on that position.

(a) Whenever such a difference occurs in the nunber of votes cast
for candidates for a position the declaration of candidacy for which
was filed wwth the secretary of state, the secretary of state shall,
wi thin three business days of the day that the returns of the prinmary
or election are first certified by the canvassi ng boards of those
counties, direct those boards to recount all votes cast on the
posi tion.

(b) If the difference in the nunber of votes cast for the
apparent w nner and the cl osest apparently defeated opponent is |ess
t han one hundred fifty votes and al so | ess than one-fourth of one
percent of the total nunber of votes cast for both candi dates, the
votes shall be recounted manually or as provided in subsection (3) of
this section.

(2) A mandatory recount shall be conducted in the manner provided
by RCW 29. 64. 020, 29.64.030, and 29.64.040. No cost of a mandatory

recount may be charged to any candi date.

(3) The apparent w nner and cl osest apparently defeated opponent
for an office for which a manual recount is required under subsection
(1)(b) of this section nay select an alternative nethod of conducting
the recount. To select such an alternative, the two candi dates shall
agree to the alternative in a signed, witten statenent filed wth the
el ection official for the office. The recount shall be conducted using
the alternative nethod if: It is suited to the balloting systemthat
was used for casting the votes for the office; it involves the use of
a vote tallying systemthat is approved for use in this state by the
secretary of state; and the vote tallying systemis readily avail able
I n each county required to conduct the recount. If nore than one

http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW 29 TITLE/RCW 29 .64 CHAPTER/RCW 29 .64 .015.htm (1 of 2) [11/6/01 9:50:29 AM]


http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW%20%2029%20%20TITLE/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20%20CHAPTER/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20.020.htm
http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW%20%2029%20%20TITLE/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20%20CHAPTER/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20.030.htm
http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW%20%2029%20%20TITLE/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20%20CHAPTER/RCW%20%2029%20.%2064%20.040.htm

http://search.leg.wa.gov/wslrcw/RCW 29 TITLE/RCW 29.64 CHAPTER/RCW 29 .64 .015.htm

bal l oti ng systemwas used in casting votes for the office, an
alternative to a manual recount nmay be sel ected for each system

[2001 ¢ 225 8§ 4; 1993 ¢ 377 8 1; 1991 c 90 8 2; 1987 c 54 8 4; 1965 c 9 8§
29.64.015. Prior: 1963 ex.s. c 25 § 2.]

NOTES:

Fi ndi ng, purpose -- 1991 c 90: "The legislature finds that it is
in the public interest to determ ne the wi nner of close contests for
el ective offices as expeditiously and as accurately as possible. It is
t he purpose of this act to provide procedures which pronote the pronpt
and accurate recounting of votes for elective offices and which
provide closure to the recount process."” [1991 ¢ 90 § 1.]
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RCW 29. 64. 010
Application for recount -- Requirenents -- Application of chapter.

An officer of a political party or any person for whom votes were cast
in a primary who was not declared nomnated may file a witten
application for a recount of the votes or a portion of the votes cast
at that primary for all persons for whom votes were cast for

nom nation to that office.

An officer of a political party or any person for whom votes were
cast at any election may file a witten application for a recount of
the votes or a portion of the votes cast at that election for all
candi dates for election to that office.

Any group of five or nore registered voters may file a witten
application for a recount of the votes or a portion of the votes cast
upon any question or issue. They shall designate one of the nenbers of
the group as chairman and shall indicate the voting residence of each
menber of the group.

An application for a recount of the votes cast for an office or
on a ballot neasure nust be filed with the officer with whomfilings
are made for the jurisdiction.

An application for a recount nust specify whether the recount
w Il be done manually or by the vote tally system A recount done by
the vote tally system nust use progranmm ng that recounts and reports
only the office or ballot nmeasure in question. The county shall al so
provide for a test of the logic and accuracy of that program

An application for a recount shall be filed within three business
days after the county canvassing board or secretary of state has
declared the official results of the primary or election for the
office or issue for which the recount is requested.

This chapter applies to the recounting of votes cast by paper
ballots and to the recounting of votes recorded on ballots counted by
a vote tally system

[2001 ¢ 225 § 3; 1987 c 54 § 3; 1977 ex.s. ¢ 361 8§ 98; 1965 c 9 § 29.64.010.
Prior: 1963 ex.s. ¢ 25 8 1; 1961 ¢ 50 8 1; 1955 ¢ 215 § 1.]
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NOTES:

Effective date -- Severability -- 1977 ex.s. ¢ 361: See notes
foll ow ng RCW 29. 01. 006.
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RCW 29. 64. 020
Deposit of fees -- Notice -- Public proceeding.

An application for a recount shall state the office for which a
recount is requested and whether the request is for all or only a
portion of the votes cast in that jurisdiction of that office. The
person filing an application for a manual recount shall, at the sane
time, deposit with the county canvassing board or secretary of state,
in cash or by certified check, a sumequal to twenty-five cents for
each ballot cast in the jurisdiction or portion of the jurisdiction
for which the recount is requested as security for the paynent of any
costs of conducting the recount. |f the application is for a machine
recount, the deposit nust be equal to fifteen cents for each ballot.
These charges shall be determ ned by the county canvassi ng board or
boards under RCW 29. 64. 060.

The county canvassi ng board shall determne a tine and a place or
pl aces at which the recount wll be conducted. This tine shall be |ess
t han t hree business days after the day upon which: The application was
filed wwth the board; the request for a recount or directive ordering
a recount was received by the board fromthe secretary of state; or
the returns are certified which indicate that a recount is required
under RCW 29.64.015 for an issue or office voted upon only within the

county. Not l|less than two days before the date of the recount, the
county auditor shall nmail a notice of the tine and place of the
recount to the applicant or affected parties and, if the recount

I nvol ves an office, to any person for whom votes were cast for that
office. The county auditor shall also notify the affected parties by
ei ther tel ephone, fax, e-mail, or other electronic neans at the tine
of miiling. At |least three attenpts nust be nmade over a two-day period
to notify the affected parties or until the affected parties have
received the notification. Each attenpt to notify affected parties
must request a return response indicating that the notice has been
recei ved. Each person entitled to receive notice of the recount may
attend, witness the recount, and be acconpani ed by counsel.

Proceedi ngs of the canvassing board are public under chapter
42.30 RCW Subject to reasonable and equitabl e guidelines adopted by

t he canvassing board, all interested persons may attend and w tness a
recount .

[2001 c 225 § 5; 1991 c 81 § 36; 1987 c 54 8§ 5; 1977 ex.s. ¢ 361 8§ 99; 1965 c 9 8§
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29.64.020. Prior: 1961 c 50 § 2; 1955 c 215 § 2.]
NOTES:

Effective date -- 1991 c 81: See note foll ow ng RCW 29. 85. 010.

Effective date -- Severability -- 1977 ex.s. ¢ 361: See notes
foll ow ng RCW 29. 01. 006.
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RCW 29. 01. 008
Canvassi ng.

"Canvassi ng" neans the process of exam ning ballots or groups of
bal l ots, subtotals, and cunul ative totals in order to determ ne the
official returns of and prepare the certification for a primry or
general election and includes the tabul ation of any votes for that
primary or election that were not tabulated at the precinct or in a
counting center on the day of the primary or el ection.

[1990 ¢ 59 § 3.]

NOTES:

Intent -- Effective date -- 1990 ¢ 59: See notes follow ng RCW
29. 01. 006.
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RCW 29. 62. 015
County canvassi ng board -- Menbership, delegation of authority, public
meet i ngs.

(1) The county canvassi ng board consists of three nenbers, designated
in witing and filed in the office of the county auditor not |ater
than the day before the first day duties are to be undertaken by the
board, as foll ows:

(a) The county auditor shall designate one nenber, who shall be
the auditor or a deputy auditor;

(b) The county prosecutor shall designate one nenber, who shal
be the prosecutor or a deputy prosecutor; and

(c) The chair of the county |legislative authority shall designate
one nenber, who shall be a nenber of the county legislative authority.

(2) The nmenbers designated to the county canvassi ng board may not
I ncl ude individuals who are candidates for an office to be voted upon
at the primary or election to be canvassed, unless no ot her
I ndi vidual s qualify under subsection (1) of this section.

(3) The county canvassi ng board may, under rul es adopted by the
secretary of state, delegate in witing, or at a public neeting, the
performance of any task assigned by law to the board. The rul es shall
not authorize delegation of the responsibility of certifying the
returns of a primary or election, of determning the validity of
chal | enged ballots, or of determning the validity of special ballots
referred to them by the county auditor.

(4) Meetings of the county canvassing board are public neetings
under chapter 42.30 RCW

[1995 ¢ 139 § 1.]
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